June 24, 2010 – Tune in during Track Sessions
Most training regimens that prepare a distance runner to race from middle distances of 800 meters or 1,500 meters up to longer track events such as 5,000 meters and 10,000 meters and finally to road racing distances of 15 kilometers through the marathon include some type of track sessions.   Middle distance runners usually do race pace intervals, speed training and sprints.   Longer track event specialists typically do stamina sessions of repeat 800s or 1,000s and a combination of shorter speed sessions.   Road specialists often find themselves doing repeat miles or other long stamina sessions.   Racers at all distances have times where they do short fast repeat 200s to work on speed and turnover.   There is one thing that all distance runners and all track sessions have in common – that is the need for each athlete to be ‘in tune’ with his ability and level of effort throughout the track session.
This is a concept that I find many runners haven’t been exposed to.   Standard training schedules may call for repetitions at ‘goal race pace’ or lactate threshold or a certain percentage of VO2 max.   Runners may find themselves getting so caught up in numbers and science that they overlook the notion of relative effort.   I find that successful track sessions are performed similar to excellent races – by running ‘comfortably fast’ during the first third, concentrating on form and maintaining effort in the second third and then using mental focus during the final third.

It helps to have a realistic idea of what you are capable of when you are on the track for a particular session.  That is one reason why I like to have a cycle of certain track sessions that rotate over a period of several weeks.   As your level of fitness improves you are ready to go a bit farther, faster or both the next time a certain session is on your schedule.
It also helps to really be in tune with how you are feeling during a track session.   I know that if I am breathing in for two strides and out for two strides I am totally under control.   When I get somewhat tired and switch over to a ‘two in, one out’ breathing cadence, I am getting fatigued.   When I breathe in and out on every stride, I better be near the end of the training session.

I did two track sessions this week that built on similar sessions I had done in the past few weeks.   On Monday I did five ‘Yasso 800s’ where I run 800 meters with a 400 meter jog.   Two weeks earlier I did four 800s at a 2:53 average.   This week I knew what pace was realistic and did five 800s at a 2:52 average.  I also did ‘negative splits’ both times where I started a few seconds slower than the average and finished a few seconds faster.   I used the ‘under control’ breathing early on and had to switch to the quicker breathing cadence toward the end of each session.  I mentally monitored how I was feeling and didn’t cross over into the ‘fatigue zone’ until the final lap of the last two 800s.
This morning I ran six repeat 400 meters with a one minute rest.   Ten days ago I did four 400s with this rest interval in 81.7, 79.8, 79.4 and 76.9 seconds.   Today I hoped to do six of them at about the same pace.   I started out totally under control on the first two, had to use more effort on the final 100 meters of the middle two 400s and worked fairly hard on the last half of the final two repeats.  Since I was prepared mentally I ran a nice progression of 80.1, 78.8, 78.2, 79.2, 78.4 and 76.4 seconds.  It wasn’t easy – make no mistake about that.   But I had a very good idea of my capabilities and ran within them.

I think this is missing with many of today’s training plans.  We get so caught up in the science that we forget about relative effort and being in tune with ourselves.   Just like a musical instrument must be in tune to sound great, we must be in tune to run great.
